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Foreword 


he War of 1914-1918, also known as the “Great War”, was a 

world historical event, recognized as such by contemporaries. 

The wealthy and powerful Western nations and empires that 
had come to dominate the globe wrecked themselves in a paroxysm 
of destruction unmatched in any previous era. Empires toppled, 
millions died, and the world changed forever. To a remarkable 
degree, the self-inflicted war wounds to Western economies, 
societies, and polities sprang from the same sources that had 
nourished Western primacy—the growth of industry, the expansion 
of capital, the extension of citizenship, scientific prowess, and 
kere aveto)(oyeaCe-V pbevetoncalnloyens 


War was fueled by far-reaching changes in Western military 
institutions and technology since the mid-19th century. Repeating 
rifles, smokeless powder, quick-firing long-range field artillery, and 
machine-guns multiplied firepower and extended the killing zone. 
Clad in field gray or khaki, soldiers left firing lines and maneuvered 
for ground cover and trenches. Runners gave way to telegraph and 
wireless, muscle to steam and petrol, which powered new war 
machines on the battlefield, in the air, and at sea. Judging the impact 
of such innovations surpassed most contemporary imaginations. Few 
people expected the new technology to reduce rather than augment 
the ability of armies to be decisive on the battlefield. 


World War I was the first great industrial war. Manufacturing and 
logistics came to matter more than all other aspects of war making. 
The new weapons demanded ammunition in staggering quantities, 
but that was only the first challenge. General staffs burgeoned to 
direct vast armies, as nations prepared to put millions of men under 
arms. Armies so huge required supplies of every kind on a formerly 
unimagined scale. “War economy” and “home front” entered the 
lexicon for the conversion of industrial capacity, for the reorientation 
of civic life, for the mobilization of imperial resources, for the 
concentration of all efforts toward fighting total war. Managing the 
armies and keeping them supplied exhausted military art and 
science. Industrial engineering displaced generalship, and attrition 
became the recipe for victory. 


World War I fractured history. The world before 1914 was 
dominated by confident, wealthy, and forward-looking Western— 
mainly European—imperial states, the products of a century of 
progress. That world vanished in the cauldron of the Great War. 
After 1918, the Western world comprised destroyed or shaken 
polities, war-ravaged economies, the shards of empire, and dispirited 
citizens haunted by the ghosts of dead millions. From the wreckage 
left by the war grew the Great Depression, totalitarian dictatorships, 
and a second world war—all preface to the modern world. 


Barton C. Hacker 
Senior Curator of Armed Forces History, Smithsonian Institution 


